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Abstract

Grammatical aspect encodes temporal features of a situation mainly as
completed (perfective) or incomplete (imperfective). In the present study, the
effect of perfective vs. imperfective grammatical aspects on highlighting
different participants of an event has been investigated by means of exploring
the role of aspect on the interpretation of the ambiguous third person singular
subject pronoun and discourse relations in Persian. To this end, 75 native
speakers of Persian participated in a story completion task. After reading a
simple transfer-of-possession sentence in each of the three aspects, namely
perfective, imperfective, and progressive, they wrote natural continuations to the
sentence. The second sentence, which was to be completed, began with the
Persian third person singular pronoun /u:/ (“he/she”). The task sentences
consisted of 18 critical and 20 filler sentences. Filler sentences were used to
disguise the purpose of the task. The acquired data were analyzed using chi-
square significance test in SPSS. Results showed that: First, Source/subject
preference has outnumbered Goal preference in all the aspectual conditions.
This finding was interpreted as confirming the first-mention bias in the
interpretation of ambiguous pronouns in Persian. Second, Source vs Goal
preference of pronouns is significantly affected by the grammatical aspect such
that the perfective contexts produce less Source preference but more Goal
preference when interpreting pronouns compred to the imperfective contexts.
Third, there is a significant relationship between the aspect type and the type of
the discourse relation connecting the two sentences. In fact, the perfective aspect
seems to bias the second sentence in the direction of shifting its focus to the
Goal of the first sentence and extending the effect of the first event. Also, the
imperfective aspect seems to bias the second sentence in the direction of
focusing on the Source of the first sentence and providing explanations and
details to the first event. Overall, the findings are in line with the predictions of
the first-mention bias and the event structure hypothesis in the interpretation of
ambiguous pronouns.
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1. Introduction

Grammatical aspect is a grammatical category that is basically signaled by a
verb and it encodes the way an event is extended over the time. It provides
information mainly related to beginning, duration and end state of an event. In
many world languages, there is an explicit distinction between perfective and
imperfective aspects (see Comrie, 1976). While imperfective aspect grants
access to the internal structure of an event, perfective aspect blocks the access to
the details of an event and casts a wholistic view on the event by underlining its
end state. One interesting line of research that has explored the theoretical
predictions of aspectual distinctions on event conceptualization has been the
interpretation of ambiguous pronouns under the influence of grammatical aspect
(e.g., Rohde et al., 2006). Aside from aspectual explanations for pronoun
interpretation, other accounts such as first-mention bias (Gernsbacher &
Hargreaves, 1988) and thematic-role preference (Stevenson et al., 1994) have
also been proposed without any consensus in sight. Given the scarcity of
experimental studies of aspect and its effect on event representation in Persian,
this study aims to address the problem of pronoun interpretation within the
context of aforementioned hypotheses using Persian language data. Accordingly,
three questions have been formulated to investigate the psycholinguistic effect
of aspect on pronoun interpretation in Persian: 1) what is the effect of perfective
and imperfective aspect on pronoun interpretation in Persian? 2) What is the
effect of a verb’s transfer-of-possession semantic class on the interpretation of
ambiguous pronouns? How are discourse relations affected by perfective and
imperfective aspects in Persian?

2. Method

In order to study the effect of verb aspect on pronoun interpretation, the offline
method of story completion task was used. The data were collected from
participants through questionnaires and then they were submitted to Chi-square
test. The questionnaires consisted of 18 critical and 20 filler sentences. The
critical sentences were constructed around transfer-of-possession verbs which
had Source and Goal as their participant roles, both of which could be
felicitously picked up as the antecedent of the next sentence’s ambiguous
pronoun. Since the third person singular subject pronoun in Persian is gender-
neutral, male and female proper nouns were used in equal numbers as the
Source/Goal of the sentences. Transfer-of-possession verbs were classified into
three classes based on Rohde (2006): a) verbs in which Source and Goal are co-
located and transfer of possession is guaranteed, e.g., to give; b) verbs in which
Source and Goal are co-located but transfer of possession in not guaranteed, e.g.,
to roll; ¢) verbs in which neither Source and Goal are co-located nor transfer of
possession is guaranteed, e.g., to fax. In order to counterbalance the items, three
versions of the same questionnaire were created such that every participant was
exposed to a single aspect of a verb in each version of the questionnaire. In each
questionnaire, of the total 18 critical sentences, six had perfective aspect, six
imperfective aspect and six progressive imperfective. Six verbs were selected
from each of the three verb classes to construct the items. The items consisted of
two sequential sentences. The second sentence began with the third person
singular subject pronoun /u:/ (“he/she”) that could potentially refer back to
Source or Goal of the previous sentence. Participants were told to continue the
second sentence in any direction they found natural and appropriate. The filler
sentences did not have transfer-of-possession verbs, but included transitive and
intransitive verbs in perfective and imperfective aspects. Also, adverbs and
conjunctions were used in the beginning of the second sentence of the fillers to
avoid the questionnaire items from being monotonous. Twenty-five
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questionnaires for each three version were created that amounted to a total of 75
questionnaires. The questionnaires were distributed to 75 participants (27
females) with academic education. They were asked to complete the items and
treat each item separately from previous ones. After finishing the task, in order
to rule out any possible ambiguous reference, participants were asked to
explicitly specify Source or Goal referent of the ambiguous pronouns.

3. Results and Discussion

Findings can be summarized in several directions. First, it was found that
imperfective and perfective aspects in Persian sentences with transfer-of-
possession meaning highlight Source and Goal of the event respectively which
subsequently leads to the preference of Source or Goal as the antecedent of the
ambiguous pronoun in the second sentence. Second, aside from grammatical
aspect, the semantic class of the transfer-of-possession verbs affects
Source/Goal preference of the ambiguous pronoun such that the less transfer of
possession is guaranteed, the more Source is highlighted and the less Goal is
referred to. Third, perfective and imperfective aspects prefer those discourse
relations that foreground Goal and Source of an event respectively. In line with
the findings of Rohde (2008), our results show that preferring Goal as the
antecedent of the ambiguous pronoun is affected by verb aspect such that
perfective and imperfective aspects have significantly distinctive effects. On the
other hand, picking up Source as the antecedent of the ambiguous pronoun has
been significant in the imperfective aspect. This effect was shown to be even
more pronounced for the Persian “progressive imperfective” aspect marked with
the auxiliary “dastan” and the preverbal morpheme “mi-". It was also shown that
there is a link between event structure and discourse relations such that
perfective aspect leads to more use of the Occasion relation which picks up the
event from where it has ended in the previous sentence and extends it.
Conversely, since in the imperfective aspect the internal structure of an event is
accessible, the discourse relations of Elaboration and Explanation are more
frequent which elaborate on the causes or provide more details about an event.
Overall, the results were consistent with the predictions of the event structure
hypothesis (Rohde et al., 2006) and with the findings of Golshaie and Incera
(2021) about the role of Persian grammatical aspect in event conceptualization.
Also consistent with the prediction of the first-mention bias (Gernsbacher &
Hargreaves, 1988), it was observed that preference for the Source or the subject
has outnumbered the preference for Goal in all the aspectual classes. This may
indicate that choosing Source or subject as the antecedent of the ambiguous
pronoun in Persian discourse would be the default preference.

4. Conclusion

In this study, we explored the effect of grammatical aspect on the interpretation
of ambiguous subject pronouns in Persian. Two-sentence scenarios in which the
second sentence began with the ambiguous pronoun, were created in three
aspectual classes in Persian, namely perfective, imperfective, and progressive
imperfective. Sentences were simple transfer-of-possession events with Source
and Goal participants. Participants completed the second sentence and decided
to which participant, i.e., Source or Goal, the ambiguous pronoun referred.
Results showed that grammatical aspect and the verb’s semantic class, had
significant effect on Goal or Source preference. Grammatical aspect was also
found to affect the choice of the discourse relation between the sentences.
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6) Skinner retired before Chomsky. He wrote many books.
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8. A) John handed a book to Bob. He (pb 5403)
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9) Matt passed a Sandwich to David. He didn’t want David to Starve.
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11)Matt Passed a Sandwich to David. He wanted it for himself though.
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12)Matt Passed a Sandwich to David. He passed him an apple too.
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13)Matt Passed a Sandwich to David. He did so carefully.
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14)Matt Passed a Sandwich to David. He ate it up.
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